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Philosophic Sagacity: Aims and Functions

The general aim of this essay is to enhance uratetisig of philosophic sagacity
as an approach to African philosophy by way ofeothtical justification and exposition,
given that at times we tend to disagree on thé@yéhd practicability of a viewpoint for
the simple reason that we have not grasped thedtiea facet. In this endeavour, the
essay has two specific objectives. The first dbjecis to explicate the analytical and
general origins of philosophic sagacity. And thecand is to delineate its major
functions. To date there is lack of any form cdfaliisition that is devoted to deliberately
distinguishing these functions. These two speacbjectives are necessitated by the fact
that of all the major approaches to African philgisp identified so far, philosophic
sagacity is the most recent and hence proportipnte least understood, yet it has a
cardinal role to play not only in academic Africahilosophy but in the social-political
spaces and in suggesting solutions to problemestcplonial Africa as well.

Analytic Origins: Anthropological Uniforms and Dial ogue

H. Odera Oruka publicly pronounced philosophic s#gaas an approach to
academic African philosophy to the internationaioounity in 197& Any meaningful
exposeé of philosophic sagacity cannot fail to agsliés antithetical relationship with the
other two major approaches, namely ethno-philosagity professional philosophy, for
therein truly lies its analytical origins within fdsophical discourse. At its inception,
one of its major functions was to serve as a gospen for these two dominant, though
antagonistic, approaches to African philosophy.

The implicit belief in thenodus operandi of ethno-philosophy was the false claim
that philosophy in the proper sense was a mentalitgcpeculiar to some races and
civilizations: it was regarded as Greek or moreegally European. The professional
school, on the other hand, despite its genuine eroscand intentions in granting the
existence of African philosophy, overemphasizedhi@connection between philosophy
and some traits and methodologies that lent thereseéb modernity to the exclusion of
traditionalism, thereby also creating the false riespion that traditional Africa was
philosophy-free.

Hence, whereas ethno-philosophy denied philosoghyAfrica in toto, the
professional school only did so with regard to itradal Africa. The main difference
between the two schools can also be interpretedsilghtly different way. While ethno-
philosophy emphasized too much on the Africanneds#facan philosophy at the
expense of philosophy proper, the professional @¢cham its part, over-focused on the
professionalism of (African) philosophy and thereblegating the Africanness into the
periphery. Philosophic sagacity, it was envisaged, woulinethe Africanness in
ethno-philosophy but show the redundancy of itsefatlaim, and also retain the
professionalism in the school of professional polehy but manoeuvre its way past the
professional school’'s attendant false impressio@r, as | have sometimes put it,
philosophic sagacity focuses on African thoughtat thre truly philosophical and
conversely, on philosophical thoughts that are ey African?



Cognizance of this fact is important because rnlahatances of African sagacity
are philosophical. Some fall within the categoryfak or mere sagacity. At the same
time, it would be foolhardy to think that all phslophical thoughts are African.

In the introduction of his tex§age Philosophy: Indigenous Thinkers and Modern
Debate on African Philosophy, Odera Oruka, in a rather non-conventional though
captivating way, distinguishes philosophic sagattityn ethno-philosophy as follows:

One way of looking for traces of African philosoplsyto wear the uniform of
anthropological field-workers and use dialogue &sgthrough anthropological
fogs to philosophical ground. The ethno-philosophteed to do this but were
unable to pass through the fogs, which they acdeggethe definition of African
philosophy. This was inevitable since the ethnibggbphers started with the
strong assumption that African philosophy and Wesphilosophy must and can
only be different.

What is common to the proponents of philosophi@stdyg and ethno-philosophy
is that both wear the same uniform; that of antblogical field-workers. In addition,
they both employ dialogue. However, they differtiie method and objective to which
they put the dialogue to use. The proponents dbgbphic sagacity employ it not only
to see but more importantly to pass through thédrapblogical fogs. The ethno-
philosophers, on their part, merely employ it te fge anthropological fogs; indeed the
manner in which they employ it cannot enable them through or beyond the fogs.
They therefore take what they see to constitutecAifr philosophy.

Using the same terminologies, one can also enunthatsimilarity and difference
between the perceptions of philosophic sagacitythadgrofessional school. In as far as
the manner in which they both employ dialogue gtesy are in agreement, for they use
it to enable them operate at the philosophical ggou So, whereas ethno-philosophy
employ dialogue as an end in itself, philosophigasity and the professional school use
it as a means to an end. However, the differemterden philosophic sagacity and the
professional school lies in the uniforms they weBhilosophic sagacity could begin its
operations on the anthropological fields but thésvage to the philosophical terrain
without necessarily discarding its uniform, the fpesional school, on the other hand,
operates more-or-less exclusively on the philoszglhplane hence the requirement of
wearing the uniform of anthropological field-worketoes not arise.

Conventionally, philosophic sagacity subscribes the view that even in
traditional Africa there exist individuals who azapable of critical independent thinking:
that this mode of thinking is not a monopoly of thedern world, as insinuated by the
professional school. Worth noting therefore isttha so far as the definition of
philosophy goes, philosophic sagacity is not atawvere with the professional school. It
retrains, and operates within the basic presugpasdf the definition of philosophy of
the professional philosophers (school). Howevalika the professional school, it is an
expression of the wisdoms and beliefs of individuaho basically function within the
traditional set-up. It consists of thoughts obrigus indigenous thinkers.



These are men and women (sages) many of whom raviead the benefit of

modern education. But they are, neverthelesscakiindependent thinkers who
guide their thoughts and judgments by the powereaton and inborn insight
rather than by the authority of the communal cosgsen They are capable of
taking a problem or a concept and offering a rigsrphilosophical analysis of it,

making clear rationally where they accept or rejbet established or communal
judgment on the mattér.

It is necessary to make a qualification regarding &djective “traditional” in
describing a sage, for this has been a source swoufifort too some. They have
qguestioned if in this modern age there are anyitioadl Africans left. Parker English
and Kibujjo M. Kalumba, for example, pose the fallog question: “What about the
‘traditional’ aspect of our characterization of gs&ity philosophy’? Are all the sages
involved traditional? Have they been insulatedrfrihe rapid Westernization of Africa?
If so, how?® According to English and Kalumba, African cultsi@re today not isolated
from the rest of the world; hence the existenceaditional Africans in today’s world is
a myth. The position adapted by English and Kalambsses Odera Oruka’s point in
philosophic sagacity. The important point whiclowld not be lost sight of is that Odera
Oruka in the philosophic sagacity project was edgéxd in people who are deeply rooted
in traditional African culture; rural people fremin the effect of Western scholarship;
people who are genuine representative of traditidfiaca in modern setting. In fact,
according to Odera Oruka:

Some of these persons might have been partly mfkeek by the inevitable moral
and technological culture from the West, nevergseltheir own outlook and
cultural belonging remain basically that of tramiital rural Africa. And except
for a handful of them, the majority of them aréeliate or semi-illiterat&’

Three Functions of Philosophic Sagacity

In the conclusion of an earlier essay titled “Pédphic Sagacity Revisited”, |
identified the three aims of philosophic sagaciybe: (1) bridging the gap between
ethno-philosophy and the professional school; (@3&ful avenue in assisting formulate a
systematic national culture; (3) a useful source imfiormation, knowledge and
education In this essay, | intend to elaborate on the thiges and will refer to them as
the Academic, Cultural-Nationalist, and Epistemundtions, respectively. They can also
be viewed as, or referred to as, trends in philbEogagacity.

Academic Function In the history of African philosophy several stdrs have posited
diverse views regarding the nature and definitibnAfrican philosophy. From the
myriad of literature, one can observe that the bafneontention and the central point of
issue regarding the nature of African philosophgyrbe reduced and put in the form of a
couple of questions.



First: Is philosophy the product of a universal lammreason or is every
philosophy in some significant way an expressioithef culture which produces
it? And, second, a different but closely relatedsiion: are logic, rationality, and
argumentation intrinsic and even necessary charsiite of anything which
claims to be philosophy, or are these just pectiai/estern philosophy and thus
not normative to African philosoph¥??

Prior to Odera Oruka’s seminal essay, which acogrdo Hallen was probably
the first serious attempt to write the history ohtemporary African philosophy, “Four
Trends in Current African PhilosopHy’ the various solutions suggested for the two
guestions posed above pointed in the direction itbfee the school of professional
philosophy or ethno-philosophy. There were tho$® whought that philosophy is the
product of a universal human reason and that logt@nality and argumentation are its
intrinsic characteristics. African philosophy werefore no exception. This was the
position of the professional school. On the othand, there were those who believed
that every philosophy is in some significant way expression of the culture that
produces it. Hence logic, rationality and arguragoh may be intrinsic and even
necessary features of Western philosophy, but aohative to African philosophy. So
for instance, Lucius Outlaw rejects the claim tA&ican philosophy has to be rational
and argues that the concept of rationality as usezhilosophy is a product of Western
culture™ This was the driving force of the proponentstbfe-philosophy.

It is when the academic confrontation between thenaephilosophers and
professional philosophers reached a critical stagstage that made any meaningful
discussions on African philosophy between the twtagonists impossible, that Odera
Oruka announced to the world philosophic sagacgtyyet another trend in African
philosophy. Philosophic sagacity therefore cameasna rescue team in the fierce
academic battle between ethno-philosophy and psiofieal philosophy. It sought to
offer an escape route for those who found themsedwangled in the war of words but
who nevertheless felt that the war was being fowghshaky front lines. This role of
philosophic sagacity is what we refer to as thedagac function. It was meant to
disprove the position (or the impression) creatétthivv philosophical academic circles,
by both the ethno-philosophers and professionabptiphers alike, that traditional Africa
was a place that was “free from philosophic, ralodiscourse and personalised
philosophical activity.*® In this regard, the task and function of phildsiopsagacity
within academia was to grapple with the followingegtion: “Was traditional Africa a
place where no persons had the room or mind td timdependently and at times even
critically of the communal consensu&?”

The response of philosophic sagacity to the questioove is in the negative
form. In actual fact the negative response capttine very essence of the academic
function of philosophic sagacity. For in truth,ilpBophic sagacity is an expression of
the view that among the various traditional Africe@mmunities there exist individuals
who are critical independent thinkers. Or as Masdily puts it, the underpin of;



African philosophic sagacity is that in Africa, gemporary or traditional, there
were and must still be wise men and women who, ittedipeir lack of modern
and formal education, convey critical thinking tieessentially philosophical and
distinct from the type of general narrative dedanip of cultural traditions,
customs, and laws as portrayed by the old sagee®goéli of the Dogon®”

Philosophic sagacity therefore proves that the lprabn traditional Africa is not
that of logic, reason or scientific curiosity.

It shows that communal consensus, a fact typicah@$t societies, should not be
seen as a hindrance for individual critical refl@et Just as religion and all kinds
of dogmatic fanaticism did not kill philosophy ihet West, traditional African
folk wisdom and taboos left some room for philosoghought*®

It is worth noting that Odera Oruka’s earlier essag African philosophy written
in the 1970s and early 1980s squarely operate nwitheé confines of the academic
function. His concern in the essays is to argue dod prove the existence of
philosophers in the traditional set-up. He doe$ fowus on the epistemological
productions of their thoughts as such, and neitheahe interest that of showing the
relevance of their thoughts to cultural and natiossues. It is in this spirit that Odera
Oruka compared and contrasted Ogotemméli’s and Maula’s thought$? So, if one
were to make an assessment of Mbuya's thoughtsresemted in Odera Oruka’'s
“Sagacity in African Philosophy”, it is only faihat one does so against the background
of the academic function of philosophic sagacity.

Cultural-Nationalist Function: The question of nationalism, or better yet cultur
nationalism, has been a preoccupation of most gmetiial African nation-states. It has
been a concern of politicians and scholars aliRdter gaining political independence,
most African nation-states came face to face wiih teality of national unity. The
diverse cultures of the various ethnic groups kedatithin the same national boundaries
posed a great challenge to the emergent Africailomatates. Cultural issues have and
continue to hamper national unity even today. €hexlude ethnicity, nepotism,
religious affiliations, regionalism and racialisnit is this negative impact of culture to
national unity that underlies the second functibpldlosophic sagacity. In his research
proposal titled “The Philosophical Roots of Culture Kenya”, Odera Oruka’s main
objective was to assist his home country grourelfitss a harmonious nation by coming
up with a national culture.

The researches would be undertaken in two phaBes.objective during the first
phase would be to unearth the culture philosopbidgke various ethnic groups. During
this phase, identification and explication of thedamental principles upon which the
various cultures are based would be made. Thacssrof both folk and philosophic
sages would be utilized. However, during the second phase it is the pbbi& sages
who would play a cardinal role. They would be riegg to rationalize over and resolve
those fundamental principles that are inconsistefithey would be relied upon to



recommend alternative ideas that are consistentupad which a national culture would
be constructed.

One should be able to fathom why we refer to threcfion as cultural-nationalist.
This is because it is geared towards matters coimgeculture in relation to the question
of nationalism. Alternatively stated, it seekstald national unity (second phase) using
culture (first phase) as the pedestal. This iglfumental given the role cultural issues
play in weakening national spirit.

Odera Oruka was convinced that in Kenya (as in rpags of Africa) unearthing
of the philosophies of the various cultures wasuegent and primary concern. There
were two reasons for this:

First, philosophy is always the moving spirit ahé theoretical framework of any
national culture. Any serious and meaningful nadloculture must have a
philosophy. Second, because Kenya as a Stateuggbhg tirelessly to ground
itself %(lermanently as a nation — and a nationalucellis always the axis of a
nation:

Some people hardly see the linkage between culimck philosophy. They
believe that the two are totally different and hanhing to do with each other. Such
individuals would therefore hardly appreciate theltwal-nationalist function of
philosophic sagacity. This, however, is a mistakenv. Culture like any other practice
always requires a rationalization and justificatidrrequires a philosophy. If culture is
taken as a general way of life of a people, the wesyordinarily taken, then to talk of the
philosophy of a people’s culture is to talk of thasic reasons justifying the people’s
general way of life. Therefore, for anyone to a&dhbat culture has nothing to do with
philosophy or that it needs no philosophy is to edhat there is no need for any people
to justify and intellectually defend their way dfel Such a position is absurd and would
have dangerous consequences for any culture aiwoh rest well.

In his research proposal, Odera Oruka shows tkegaete of a unifying culture in
the definition of a nation, but not the State. pdstulates that one important distinction
between a State and a nation lies in the concepalaire. A nation has (or is supposed
to have) a unifying culture; a State on the othanchhas a unifying and formalized
political power. Moreover, although a politicalvper can defend and help develop a
unifying culture, it need not itself be a sign fbe existence of a culture. Odera Oruka
then asserts that: “The Republic of South Africbelieve, is an example of a State which
is not a nation. And the Palestinian people tagretonstitute a nation, not a Stafé.”

In the conclusion of his research proposal, Odet&k®warns that it is time the
fundamental principles justifying various aspects calture were unearthed. This
according to him is the great challenge facing @sn scholars and cultural
conservationists. They should “investigate andauesuch principles. This is necessary
both for posterity and for the development of aiavatl culture. This investigation or
research should be a part of the national progranmevery African State®®



Otherwise, they will remain States but far fromrgeinations. Once the principles
underlying and justifying the various aspects dfwre have been unearthed, articulated,
and harmonized to form a national culture then wosild have the additional advantage
of acting as check and withstanding the invasionobyoxious foreign ideas. For
postcolonial Africa to overcome this invasion itedonot need guns; one cannot fight for
or defend ideas by use of guns, one can only ssittlysfight for or defend ideas with
ideas.

Epistemic Function. Within this function philosophic sagacity is cafeyed to be a
source as well as storehouse of knowledge. Tleeeisit in this function of sagacity is
that philosophic discussions and discourses shimglgs on various features and themes
that emanate from traditional African societies.he3e could be cultural, religious,
linguistic etc. The basic difference between tpéstemic function and the cultural-
nationalist one is that, whereas in the latter fiamcthe aim is primarily to unearth the
fundamental principles of culture with a view ofrim@nious co-existence, in the former
function the aim is to generate and sustain philba@l discussions with African themes.

However, in order to enhance the fulfilment of tapistemic function, it is
imperative that the thoughts of both folk and pédphic sages be written so that they are
readily available for (further) philosophical dissions. The ready availability of such
texts would not only be an immediate source of Kedge but would enhance further
philosophical discussions. In this respect, Oderaka declares: “The time has now
come to put their thinking and expressions intowhigten word for a larger audience and
for the world community?* With this done, the philosophical discourses thatld
stem there from would be based on underlying caltyrinciples that have been
rationalized and justified by the sages.

Over the years, the rate of literacy in Africa asreased tremendously. More
and more people are now relying on the written wasdheir source of information and
knowledge. This is unlike the yester traditiondlidan societies, which were largely
non-literate and as a result, individuals reliedtba spoken word. In such societies,
sages played an important role as sources of kualgwland in the dissemination of the
same through the spoken word. If sagacity isttsnfand be consistent with the modern
African ambiance, then it is necessary that theights of the sages be well and neatly
documented. For indeed, this is one sure way eingeto it that the wisdoms of the
society and the thoughts of the sages are readifylable to, and influence later
generations, with least distortion. Otherwisehi$ were not done then, the very moment
a sage dies would be like a situation where a whiblary has burnt down. In this
connection, Odera Oruka correctly observes that:

A society in which most people think libraries, keand museums are the real
sources of what they need to know, will feel it kess need for a living sage than
a society which lacks the advantage of numerouariits, books and museufs.

Odera Oruka’s observation is both cautionary andlsady. Cautionary in that we should
take precautions so that whole libraries are nohtodown, and advisory in that in



modern Africa, documentation has become a realibyisequently, the thoughts of the

living sages should be put in written word so ttiety become part and parcel of this

reality. Otherwise, their thoughts will fall in @tyss. The thoughts of the ancient Greek
philosophers continue to influence us even todHyanks to the fact that they transcribed

their thoughts or their thoughts were transcribgdthers in some cases.

At this point one may want to ask if there is aeguyiar attribute in the thoughts
of the sages that warrant and strengthen the raretthdir documentation. The answer
lies in Odera Oruka’s later definition of a sadgarlier, he had defined a sage simply as a
person “versed in the wisdoms and traditions of pe®ple.?® However, later, he
attached the ethical quality as a necessary conmpaoehe definition. The thoughts of
the sage are to be seen as primarily concernedthatlethical and empirical issues, and
guestions relevant to the society, and his or Ibdityato offer insightful solutions to
some of those issues. For the sake of explicatidengthy quotation from Odera Oruka
is inevitable. He is emphatic that a sage hasgqualities or attributes,

...Insight and ethical inspiration. So, a sage isewihe has insight, but he
employs this for the ethical betterment of the camity. A philosopher may be
a sage and vice versa. But many philosophers dotle ethical commitment
and inspiration found in the sage... A sage proeusually the friend of truth
and wisdom. A sage may suppress truth only becausdom dictates not
because of some instrumental gain. Indeed, Pythagadefinition of a
philosopher as “the lover of wisdom” should haverbeeserved for a sage, since
the sophists were the grave-diggers of wisdom autti.t Socrates was wrongly
labelled, “philosopher”; he was first and foremastsage. Socrates used
philosophy only as a means to advance his sagaectyexpose the hypocrisies of
his time. But when all this is said, one mustl €ihphasize that sagacity and
philosophy are not incompatiblée®’.

The sages therefore play an important episteme iroktheir respective societies
given their ethical inspiration. The epistemic dtion of philosophic sagacity can
therefore also be seen as the vehicle through wioble and desirable ethical principles
and practices of a given community would be acaetlland hence readily preserved
after being subjected to critical analysis.

In his essay “Sagacity in Development” Odera Orilkestrates the practical
epistemic significance of sagacity. In the esdeyargues and shows that if sages are
used as sources of information then their explanatican go a long way in throwing
light on the socio-cultural factors (problems) ta#fect change and development in their
societies. Government and non-governmental org#niz officials in African countries
who are concerned with development strategies &tk should therefore consult and
utilize the thoughts of sages, if they sincerelglwio attain any meaningful degree of
success in their development endeavérs.



Conclusions

The rationale of the first specific objective oéthssay was to locate philosophic
sagacity in the history of the debate regardingere of African philosophy. It served
the purpose of showing the similarities as wellléferences between it and the other two
schools namely ethno-philosophy and professiondgbgtphy, for some individuals have
often mistakenly conceptualized it exclusively iontradistinction to ethno-philosophy
and professional philosophy. The second speciiigative was meant to show that,
contrary to popular belief, the function of philgéic sagacity is not unitary but diverse.

Of the three functions of philosophic sagacitysiperhaps the epistemic one that
has the potential of retaining its vibrancy for yathile. Within scholarship we are
becoming more and more interested not only in kedgé of our past history and
traditions, but in how that past can be siftedha face of the shifting modern times.
African and Africanist philosophers should not nhetge contented with the explication
and retention of good and desirable ethical priesi@nd practices of African societies,
but should also be concerned with how such priesi@ind practices are to be mingled
with those from Western societies. This of counsguires familiarity with
epistemological issues from both the societies.

Today the aim of the academic aspect of sagacitydemtifying the sages as
proof for the existence of genuine African philolsgps becoming less necessary. This is
because the argument that Africans are incapabbdiédsophizing is no longer tenable.
On the face of it, the objective of the culturatiaaalist function is noble and admirable.
It is practical in that it is concerned with findisolutions to a serious practical problem;
a problem that revolves round matters of socialfucal and political concerns and
integration. The first phase of this category wl#finitely interest to both scholars and
non-scholars for some time to come. In Africa tgdénere is a concern, especially
amongst the elders, that the indigenous populatiamly know anything about their
cultures, leave alone the philosophies underlyimgnt. One may say that they are
uncultured in as far as most of the traditions sncial institutions of their communities
are concerned. This is the implication and concérone of the sages in Masolo’s essay
when the sage says the following of the young Laeaegation: “In fact very many of
them, cannot even speak correct Dholtfo."The Kiswahili saying fhwacha mila ni
mtumwa” which literally translates to “he who abandorgnoares, or does not know his
people’s culture and customs is a slave” also capttihhe concern of the first phase of the
cultural-nationalist function. However, the secqise of the function is more political
than academic and hence meaningful involvementhbblars in it will continue to be
minimal and elusive for some while given that tioditical arena in Africa is generally
hardly conducive to scholars especially those enhlthmanities and social sciences.
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